THE NATIONAL IRRIGATION IMPROVEMENT INITIATIVE

by Terry F. Lynont

Qver the last several years, private
and public sector interests have been
pursuing a more focused approach to
define and address the need for bet-
ter water and land management in ir-
rigated agriculture and irrigated non-
agricultural applicagons. Out of these
efforts has sprung the National Irmi-
gation Water and Land Improvement
Initiagive (Initiadve). It is a public-
private parmership effort directed 10-
wards recognizing certain problems
and opportunities in irmgation prac-
tices across the nation.

The vision for the Initiative is to
create a setting for the use of water
and land for irrigation. in harmony
with other demands for these re-
sources. in the most efficient and en-
vironmentally acceptable manner
possible. It is recognized that some
irrigated areas have developed water
quality and other environmental prob-
lems largely through practices which
have caused immigaton induced ero-
sion and other related problems. Con-
sequently, a priority is to resolve these
problems. Pressure to minimize wa-
ter usage, and negate resulting envi-
ronmental and economic impacts is
intensifying for many agriculrural and
non-agricultural irrigators.

A primary objectives of
thelinitiative is to provide recognition
of the many successful irrigation re-
lated actvities and programs occur-
ring throughout the nation. To accom-
plish this. a "framework" of descrip-
tive materials based largely upon in-
put from the practioners in irrigation
water and land applications is being
developed. Other principal objectives
incilude disseminating information
about proven techinologies. programs
and practices 10:

« conserve water and topsoil;

» improve and protect water qual-
iy

« improve and maintain habitat for
fish and wildlife; and

» reduce irrigation-induced erosion.

To pursue this vision and address
these objectives. four goal statements
have been developed:

1) Encourage and assist with estab-
lishing local and state alliances to
identify problems and opportunines,

to formulate and implement solutons.
and to monitor and reporn results
about irrigation water and land prac-
tices.

2) Establish and publicize an inte-
grated educational, technical assis-
tance and research program 1o trans-
fer and provide current technology o
customers and other stakeholders.

3) Identfy and showcase integrated
framework processes to serve as mod-
els for local and state entities in es-
tabiishing successful watershed im-
provement programs and assist in
identifying potential funding sources
for implementation.

4) Serve as a catalyst in providing
"public forums" to address problems
and seek solutions to significant is-
sues relating to irmgauon and the en-
vironment. Attention will be given 10
developing recommendations forleg-
istative needs. research requirements,
and appropriate policy and guidance
needs primarily from local and state-
level sources.

More than 30 specific supportng
activities have been developed to
bring still more focus to a “frame-
work" of possibilities for examina-
tion, adaptation and impiementation
by local organizations and entities.
Both near-term and longer-term re-
sults are anticipated: thus, it is ex-
pected that this framework of irriga-
tion water and land information will
be constantly changing and improv-
ing. A significant amount of promis-
ing results from a technical, financial,
research and educational perspective
have been accomplished — primarily
at the local level. These results and
other germane information are being
summarized to provide readily usabie
material about water and land im-
provement practices focused on en-
vironmental protection, ecosysiem
health, and sustainable agriculmural
production.

An overriding theme of this Initia-
tive is not to "reinvent the whesl."
Rather, leaming about and conveying
information on success stories is the
central theme. Emphasis is given to
the use of private-public parmerships
formed at the local level. Develop-
ing means to reinforce ongeing ac-
dvities. providing incenuves o get
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other efforts initiated. and broaden-
ing the knowledge about and dissemi-
nation of existing data and informa-
ton from the bast storehouses of gov-
emment agencies, associatons and
the private corporate sector are ma-
jor =forts to be completed. Other
forms of assistance — including tech-
nical expertise and guidance — and
attaining public and pnivate funding
for pilot demonstration projects of
irrigation water and land improve-
mernits are major anticipated Initiacive
acuvides.

The Initiatve is directed by a group
of representatives from private enter-
priss and the public sector Overall
coordination 1S provided by a staff
represeniative from the National As-
sociadon of Conservation Districts.
It is noped that the cooperative spirit
encompassed by this process can
serve as a guide for other parmerships
gensrated by efforts emanating from
this [nitiative.

Tne first major effort, after com-
plezng the "plan of action forthe gen-
eral conduct of the Initiatve, has besn
to d2velop and transmit an introduc-
tory package and a brief survey to
solicit information about various ac-
tivides underway in irrigation water
and land practices. The survey por-
tion of this effort was carried out dur-
ing “he summer and early fail of 1995
and compilation and analysis of the
date and information received is un-
derway. The introductory package
contzined a transmittal letter, a state-
ment introducing the Inidative, a sec-
tion introducing and describing the
"framework"” with examples of infor-
mation gained to that point in time,
and a short survey ofr the reader to
complete and rerum.

As noted earlier. many promising
efforts have already been initiated to
address problems and opportunities,
primarily at the local level. During the
course of the survey, several of these
efforts were briefly described in a
"framework” settng to provide some
guidance and stumulate thinking
about those which might have poten-
tial for recipients of the mtroductory
and survey package in their dealings
with matters of a sirnilar nature.



The "framework” contains infor-
mation about irrigation water and
land practices gained from practitio-
ners across the nation. This informa-
tion is presented in a series of catego-
ries. The categories (or subjects) and
a brief description follow:

« Partnership Processes —the
means of bringing together separate
organizations and interests in an alli-
ance to address water and land con-
servation issues.

» Communication Practices —
processes used to disseminate and ex-
change information and provide edu-
cational experiences regarding water
and land conservation practices.

« Creative Financing — the
means to attract and obtain funding
through grants, cost sharing, loans
and other arrangements for examin-
ing and implementing water and land
comservation practices.

» Program Descriptions —
brief, yet concise definitions of the
myriad of water and land conserva-
tion programs and activities emanat-
ing from the public and private sec-
tor.

« Technical Assistance — pro-
viding hands-on advice and assis-
tance relating to water and land con-
servation practices.

- Data Bases — a brief descrip-
tion of the multitude of water and land
conservation data bases in existence
including how to access them.

» Proposai Development — ad-
vice on how to formulate and present
a water and land conservation pro-
posal to gain assistance, data or other
information and support.

» Technology Transfer — ade-
scription of types of technical infor-
mation available regarding water and
land conservation matters, and an in-
dication of how to obtain it.

- Research Needs — a means
to identify and recommend a need for
further efforts by the public and/or
private sector in water and land con-
servation research matters.

« Interacting with Government
— a description of means and pro-
cesses to interact effectively with all
levels of government regarding wa-
ter and land conservation matters,

» Interacting with the Private
Sector — a description of means and
processes to interact effectively with
the key associations. Organizations.,
interest groups and corporations in-
volved in water and land conserva-
tion activities.

- Marketing Processes — the
ability to package and present usable
water and land conservation informa-
tion and to obtain a return as a result
of these efforts.

- Rules and Regulations —
guidance and information for dealing
with rules. regulations and procedures
relating to water and land conserva-
tion practices.

Several innovative activities and ef-
forts are presently underway. Many
of them bridge across more than one
of the categories in the "framework:”
but for purposes of this effort they are
placed in one and cross-referenced
with others. As each of these catego-
ries in the "framework” becomes
fleshed out with examples, the objec-
tives of having a multitude of data and
information. and a listing of key con-
tacts will have been met. The end re-
sult will be a "shopping list” of de-
scriptive materials for the information
and use of the cusiomer and stake-
holders. Exploration continues on
various means to make this informa-
tion readily available in the most user
friendly manner possible.

Another important aspect of the Ini-
tiative is the pilot or demonstration
projects phase. This effort includes
the formulation of proposals, evalu-
ation of same, selection of projects
for implementation, and the conduct
of them. Several key steps are com-
pleted. underway or scheduled for the
near future. including:

1) developing specific steps and a
schedule for the pilot/demonstration
phase:

2) exploring means for providing
funding for this phase through grants,
cost-sharing, loans, e1c.;

3) developing a call for proposals
including criteria and requirements
expected from applicants and the Ini-
tiative:

4) developing a process and proce-
dures for evaluating proposals:
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5) developing recommendations for
proposal i plementation and presen-
tation to the Initiative's Management
Team;

6} final seiection of successful pro-
posats and notification to all applica-
tions:

7) initiating implementation of pi-
lot/demonsiration projects.;

8) develcping process for monitor-
ing and reporing on project progress;
and

9) preparing a "final” report on the
overall Initiative activities.

The "frameawork" will be continu-
ally expanczad throughout the imple-
mentation phase of the Initiative to
account for all information gained as
a result of the survey phase, the ini-
tiation of workshops and conferences,
and the results of the pilot/demonstra-
tion phase. Recommendations can
then be formulated for a variety of
activities including possible support
for additional "pilot projects” using a
watershed-based approach; for the
development and execution of addi-
tional conrzrences and workshops;
and for the implementation of other
means of czta and information ex-
change.

Exchanging cogent information
about effective irrigation water and
land practicas will be realized if this
Initiative azzains its goals and objec-
tives. Parmzrships among the public
and private sectors are critical to the
level of success to be attatned. Also
of critical importance is the commit-
ment of adcitional funding for much
of the pilot demonstration phase. The
National Association of Conservation
Districts is continuing to strongly
support the [nitiative. With continued
interest from the other key organiza-
tions and eztities in both the public
and privaie sector. and the generation
of interest ¢f others involved in irri-
gation watzr and land practices the
overall visicn outlined at the begin-
ning of this paper will be realized.
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